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As an important romantic writer, Nathaniel Hawthorne enjoys a high reputation in 
American literature for his profound thoughts and unique narrative techniques. Most of 
his works source from historical events or real life of New England, and give emphasis 
on the exploration of the truth of human nature. A good example is Hawthorne’s 
masterpiece, The Scarlet Letter, which comes to the top as a masterpiece of American 
romanticism and helps him occupy a unique position in the history of American and 
world literature. 
In The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne probes into the dark side of human nature, 
exposes the concealed evil in human heart, and reveals the tension in social reality. 
What Hawthorne expresses are important concerns of American romantic writers: 
alienation and isolation, imagination and illusion, nature and mystery, and so forth. 
However, Hawthorne looks on social problems from the angles of sadness and 
darkness, rather than that of optimism in traditional romanticism and approval of 
transcendentalism. Thus, the predominant mood in this novel is created at the 
beginning of the story by the words such as “sad-colored” and “grey,” which make 
readers sense a lowering and depressive atmosphere. Under the influence of his 
Puritanical family background, Hawthorne believes in original sin and ascribes various 
social problems to human’s evil nature. He believes that discipline and ethic are not 
sufficient to restrict human’s inner evil, and that for human the only approach to 
salvation is cleansing away sin by welldoing and penance. Meanwhile, Hawthorne’s 
physical and spiritual solitude makes him believe that human is often in dangers of 
alienation and isolation. In this wise, Hawthorne chooses serious settings and themes, 
doing his utmost to explore the dark side of human nature, various conflicts and 
tension between society and individual: society is ruthless with irreconcilable conflicts; 
human is alienated and isolated; and the relationships between individual and 
individual, society and individual are virulent. 
In the expression of profound thoughts, Hawthorne shows his peculiarity in 
romantic narrative techniques in two aspects, the mixture of the real and the imaginary, 
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House” , Hawthorne writes: “if a man…cannot dream strange things, and make them 
look like truth, he need never try to write romances.” Thus we can see Hawthorne’s 
perseverance in imagination and illusion. The destination Hawthorne wants to reach is 
a neutral territory where the actual and the imaginary may meet so as to substantiate 
the thought-provoking themes. Another peculiar narrative technique Hawthorne 
employs in this novel is the integration of the natural and the supernatural, which helps 
to endue multiple and mysterious significance to the characters, scenes and events. 
This thesis is a detailed study of the profound themes of The Scarlet Letter and 
Hawthorne’s peculiar romantic narrative utilized in this novel. Introduction of this 
thesis briefly introduces the plot of the story and some relevant important literary 
criticisms, and analyzes the development of American romanticism and its 
characteristics and Hawthorne’s peculiar romantic narration. It also explains the 
intention and significance of this study. 
Chapter One is the analysis of Hawthorne’s criticism of puritanical society. 
Hawthorne’s puritan ancestors’ wrong-doings make him haunted by a strong sense of 
evil and sin. Thus, Hawthorne’s depiction and criticism of the severe theocratic 
Puritanical society is, in some sense, a reflection of his exploration of the dark side of 
human nature and social reality, and, at the same time, a reflection of his attitude 
towards the relationship between individual and society. 
Chapter Two deals with alienation and isolation in The Scarlet Letter. 
Hawthorne’s solitary personal experience and the social reality of his age make him 
realize that an individual is often alienated and isolated in society. Thus, Hawthorne 
reveals the social reality by substantiating the four major characters’ alienation in 
different aspects. In this manner, Hawthorne’s portraiture of alienation and isolation 
plays the role of probing into the dark side of human nature and revealing the 
ruthlessness of social reality.  
Chapter Three explores Hawthorne’s peculiar romantic narrative technique: the 
mixture of the actual and the imaginary. While dealing with the two opposites, three 
devices are employed: light and chiaroscuro, half-dream and vision, history and fiction. 
Thus, in this novel, the actual and the imaginary become a special mixture to illustrate 
Hawthorne’s profound thoughts. 















technique, the integration of the natural and supernatural. The handling of witchcraft, 
superstition and mirrors in the novel add rich and varied layers of meaning to the 
actions, characters, and events in The Scarlet Letter. Therefore, the normal and natural 
things are endued with supernatural power to reveal the hidden truth and unfold the 
profound thoughts in the story.  
Conclusion part manifests the social significance and artistic value of The Scarlet 
Letter. At the same time, it points out Hawthorne’s influence on his contemporaneous 
and even modernist writers by right of his profound thoughts and narrative talents.  
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Among all Hawthorne’s works, The Scarlet Letter is of greatest importance and 
generally acknowledged as his masterpiece. As G. E. Woodberry thought highly of it: 
“It is most identified with his genius in popular regard, and it has the peculiar power 
that is apt to invest the first work of an author in which his originality finds complete 
artistic expression…” (Woodberry 189). The story in this novel is set in Puritan Boston 
during the mid-17th century and its themes are unfolded through “the tragic 
consequences of concealed guilt” (Hart 591). Beautiful Hester Prynne is sent to 
America alone by her husband, an aging English scholar, to await his coming. Two 
years later when he arrives, he is bewildered to find Hester in pillory with a scarlet 
letter A on her breast and with her illicit child in her arms. She refuses to name her 
secret lover. Determined to find out what her lover is, the aging scholar conceals his 
identity in the guise of a physician and changes his name to Roger Chillingworth. He 
gradually finds that the father of the beautiful and mischievous child, Pearl, is the 
much-admired and seemingly saintly young clergyman, Arthur Dimmesdale. With 
Chillingworth’s revenge on Dimmesdale physically and spiritually through his intellect, 
his own life is ruined by his cruel search and he becomes a morally degraded 
monomaniac. Dimmesdale has struggled for years. On the one hand, he is tortured by 
his conscience; on the other hand, he secretly imposes penance upon himself. But his 
pride prevents him from confessing publicly. Different from Dimmesdale, Hester’s 
response to the scarlet letter A is quite positive. As a woman of strong independent 
nature, she does her best to help her neighbors and other unfortunates and her works of 
mercy gradually win their love and admiration. Hester wishes to leave America with 
Dimmesdale, but he refuses and eventually confesses publicly on the scaffold where 
Hester stood before. He dies in the end in Hester’s arms. With that Chillingworth 
withers and dies consequently. While Hester lives on and Pearl grows up and lives a 
happy life in Europe. In the end of the story, after she dies Hester is buried in the grave 
near Dimmesdale’s.  
It is such a simple, but striking and profound work that provides sufficient 
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reputation. In D. H. Lawrence’s eyes, “it is a marvelous allegory. It is to me one of the 
greatest allegories in all literature, The Scarlet Letter” (Lawrence 99). Hawthorne’s 
other books “are nothing compared to The Scarlet Letter” (Lawrence 104). Orestes 
Brownson reviewed that “no one can read half a dozen pages of it without feeling that 
none but a man of true genius and a highly cultivated mind could have written it” 
(Crowley 175). It is a work of rare, we may say of fearful power (Crowley 175). 
According to H. F. Chorley, it is just this “most powerful but painful story” that helps 
Hawthorne increase his fame (Crowley 163). 
At the same time, the success of The Scarlet Letter is not merely Hawthorne’s 
personal achievement, but also a great contribution to American literature and the 
literature of the world. The Scarlet Letter is “one of the few American literary works,” 
which is “recognized as ‘classic’ immediately,” and has “also kept in print 
continuously from its first appearance to the present” (Baym xxi). Henry James once 
spoke highly of The Scarlet Letter, as “in fact, the publication of The Scarlet Letter 
was in the United States a literary event of the first importance” (James 203). It 
represents both “what was essentially American” and “what was best” by “universal 
criteria” (Bercovitch xix). It is “America’s declaration of cultural independence, the 
proof of an emergent distinctively American literary tradition” (Andrews 5).   
The great work has been interpreted from various perspectives, causing literary 
attention and gaining the appreciation of critics and readers from generation to 
generation since its publication in 1850. In early reviews the ethic and moral purpose 
of The Scarlet Letter was stressed. Murfin once stated that “the novel was actually a 
morally instructive, even Puritanical, work that warned against the pitfalls of 
sensuality in general and adulterous misdeeds in particular” (Murfin 207). G. B. Loring 
considered The Scarlet Letter an “extraordinary” work of art, and a “vehicle of religion 
and ethics” (Crowley 169). In the 1940s, it was the artistry of The Scarlet Letter that 
formalists tended to stress. In 1944, Leland Schubert referred to The Scarlet Letter as 
“perfect,” “thoroughly fused,” “whole,” “complete,” and wonderfully “artificial,” and 
he exposed the “pattern, rhythm, balance, and the other elements of form” that “hold 
the book together” (Schubert 136-37). According to Malcolm Cowley, “it is a novel in 
twenty-four chapters, but, considered as a tragic drama, it is divided into the usual five 
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